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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







“Urbs! Was there ever such a City in all the endless annals of humanity? More glorious than Nineveh or Babylon in their prime, more splendid and various than Rome or Byzantium at their height, more powerful than London or New York at their peak, wealthier than Brasilia or Tropica in the days of their glory—Urbs! The world in a City, and a City that is the world!”


—Sayings of the Ophide,


Book the One Hundred and Eleventh.




I URBS


“Urbs! Was there ever such a City in all the endless annals of humanity? More glorious than Nineveh or Babylon in their prime, more splendid and various than Rome or Byzantium at their height, more powerful than London or New York at their peak, wealthier than Brasilia or Tropica in the days of their glory—Urbs! The world in a City, and a City that is the world!”


—Sayings of The Ophide,
Book the One Hundred and Eleventh.




1 The Colossi


Kyon was standing in the shadow of something when a passerby paused and peered at him inquisitively.


“You, there!” said the passerby in peremptory tones. “Are you lost or hiding? You’ve no right to be here.”


The voice was unexpectedly high and shrill and sweet; Kyon looked and saw that it was a half-grown youngster, dressed like a page in a stiff, crinkly, high-necked maroon jacket and lavender hose, who stood in a negligent, graceful posture, impatiently tapping a scroll of pink parchment against one supple thigh. And this was a small mystery: how Kyon knew a page at a glance, for all memories of the past seemed to have been erased from Kyon’s mind.


“Well? Can’t you speak?” the page demanded testily. Kyon flushed and stepped out of the shadows and saw now for the first time that they had been cast by an immense statue of polished rock-crystal which represented a nude gladiator with lifted shield and crested helm. From heel to crest, the artifact must have measured twenty paces in height. It passed vaguely through Kyon’s dazed mind to question from how huge a slab of the lucent mineral the statue had been hewn, for it was all of one piece.


“I—” Kyon began.


“Come, speak up,” the page snapped. “A gardener, aren’t you, from your smock and leggings? Well, what are the likes of you doing here in the Hall of Colossi, where only the Gentles ever come? And what are you called, gardener? My name is Cirid.”


So Kyon was a Gardener? And lurking in the Hall of Colossi, where only Gentles—whatever they were—ever come. Kyon spoke hesitantly, mind a-whirl with unanswerable questions. (What was the Hall of Colossi? What was this place, anyway? And how, and why, had a mere Gardener strayed into this restricted region of—of—whatever the building was?)


“My name is Kyon; that’s all I know… .”


The page, Cirid, shrugged impatiently, pouting.


“Really! I can’t loiter here all day, you know. I’ve important messages to deliver. In which garden are you employed? The Topiarium, the Mergarden, the Garden of Gold, the Flying Gardens of Iellis—?”


“I … don’t really know. I can’t remember.” Hesitantly.


“Odd, your not knowing,” said Cirid tartly. “Well, the Topiarium’s nearest: down the Hall to your right, turn right again in the Crossway, and take the Scarlet Stair. Even an ignorant lout like you can’t miss it. I’m off,” added the page abruptly, and turned to stride away briskly and was soon lost to Kyon’s sight.


Unable to think of anything else to do, the Gardener decided to follow the directions of the Page. At least, the Keepers of the Topiarium (whatever it was) should know where Kyon truly belonged. It bothered Kyon mightily that all memories had seemingly been expunged, as by the work of some enemy, some malignant sorcerer: but, how could a person with no past have possibly made an enemy? One more unanswerable question… .


The Hall proved half a thousand paces long and fifty or sixty paces high, roofed with panels of lucent or luminous glass which permitted floods of vertical light to fall upon the glittering Colossi. There were very many of these and none was less than twice human height; some were carved from malachite or lapis or alabaster, others of jade and marble and other stones for which Kyon had no name. Most of the immense images were nude, but not all were human, for some depicted beings with several arms or heads, and some with wings either folded or outspread.


Those with several arms grasped objects of—seemingly—symbolic significance: wheels, burning torches, blossoms, human hearts, cups, daggers, apples, and many more which Kyon could not identify.


Kyon went down the hall in the direction Cirid had indicated, looking about. Since the page had vanished from view (and rather mysteriously, since Kyon saw no doorway through which the youngster could have gone), the Gardener found no one else about. The Hall was empty of visitors, the Gentles obviously busied with other pleasures. Kyon wondered what these might be. Concerts, balls, masquerades, circuses? There was no guessing the answer: there were all too many questions left unanswered for Kyon’s peace of mind, but there was nothing to be done about the annoying fact.


Erelong, however, another personage came into view, a stooped, elderly caretaker in a long white smock smudged with stains of jewelers’ rouge, perched atop a rickety stepladder, polishing a camelian Colossus.


They saw each other at the same moment.


“Hey, gardener! Be ye lost, strayed, or stolen?” called the other, then cackled with merriment at the rather feeble jest.


“Are you in charge here?” asked Kyon. The other vigorously nodded a wrinkled head, bald but for fugitive snowy wisps of hair.


“I be the Caretaker,” said that worthy, brandishing the scarlet rag with which the Colossus was but halfway polished as if it were a badge of office, which it might well be, for all that Kyon knew.


“And a thankless task it be, to be sure: nothin’ but dust and polish, polish and dust, with nivver a soul to say ‘well done!’ at the end of it.”


“You do your job well,” Kyon said tactfully, gazing around; and indeed the mineral Colossi were spotless and dust-free. This elicited another cackle of senile laughter from atop the ladder and another vigorous nodding of the head.


“All me charges, me huge friends—” The caretaker beamed fondly, giving the carnelian giant a friendly pat on one brawny limb. “D’ye know how they make ’em, gardener?”


Kyon was about to admit complete ignorance of the matter, when suddenly the knowledge came unbidden: the “buds” of semi-precious stones were immersed in baths of liquid saturated with mineral salts, through which an alternating current ran, agitating the liquid to a seething froth and stimulating the “growth” of immense crystals to predetermined shapes. That this was the truth was beyond all doubt or question, but how Kyon had come to possess this information was yet another mystery.


As if somehow able to read the answer in Kyon’s face, the oldster looked sour and disgruntled. It was perhaps a small pleasure of the office of the caretaker to explain the process to those of the Gentles curious enough to inquire about it.


“See they’ve eddicated ye beyond yer station, gardener,” the old gnome commented. Not wishing to anger the caretaker, Kyon changed the subject, mentioning the Topiarium and asking for directions, although those which the Page had given were clearly in mind. The Caretaker repeated them in almost indentical words, then returned to the task of polishing the carnelian image, whistling tonelessly through toothless gums


The Hall of the Colossi terminated in an immense arch, through which the gardener passed, finding a broad, lucently roofed avenue which young Cirid had called “the Crossway.” It stretched interminably to the right and left of where Kyon stood, and, unlike the gallery of statues, was crowded with a throng of dignitaries who strode along, flapping robes of office whipping their shanks, lips pursed, frowning as if deeply considering matters of great import, or stood in small groups, conferring in low tones.


Kyon paused uncertainly, looking around at the streams of busy humanity. The Crossway was crowded with officials of every kind: counselors, heralds, notaries, ecclesiarchs, justices, ministers, clerks, advocates, chamberlains. Exactly how Kyon knew and recognized each individual’s office remained unknown; perhaps by their habiliments (a herald’s tabard, the black robes of a justice, the inkpot and quill of a clerk, the leather wallet stuffed with briefs of an advocate,), but the gardener in his crude smock and dung-colored leggings felt distinctly out of place amidst these courtiers. However, not one of them so much as gave the stranger a passing glance.


Then someone tapped Kyon on the elbow; turning quickly, the gardener was surprised to find that the page, Cirid, stood there, brows arched interrogatively.


“Forgotten your way already, have you, dimwit?” chirped the page impudently, pointing to the right. “Take the Scarlet Stair, I said; you can’t possibly miss the Topiarium. Ask anyone you see.”


Turning again, Kyon saw a stairway in the distance painted a startling red, and turned back to murmur some polite phrase of thanks only to discover the youngster had vanished again. It was most disconcerting, the way Cirid came and went so quickly from view.


Kyon joined the hurrying throng as unobtrusively as possible, fearing that at any moment a guard or monitor should cry “Halt!” and sternly query the presence of a lowly Gardener on such an important thoroughfare. This did not occur, and the foot of the Stair was reached without mishap. It was a beautiful structure, intricately carven and enameled with blood-bright color, worked all over with bursting buds and boughs and blossoms, the railings lashed with lilies and with leaves. When Kyon stepped upon the Stair it began to move of its own volition, carrying its passenger toward the high ceiling where huge oblong panes flooded the avenue with light, as did the roof-windows in the Hall of Colossi.


So swiftly and so smoothly did the Stair ascend that in no time at all Kyon had ascended high above the bustling throng, who dwindled below like brightly colored, scurrying beetles.




2 The Mountebank


At the top of the Scarlet Stair, Kyon stepped off upon a small platform and looked about curiously. For there was nothing to be seen and nowhere to go—only a rectangular crack in the ceiling, now directly above the gardener’s head. A tentative prod with one hand caused the crack to open on well-oiled hinges, like a trapdoor. Kyon stepped out and found to every hand something rather like a forest, with no buildings anywhere in sight, nor any sign of human presence. Even the trapdoor shut itself quietly, and of its own accord, and Kyon saw that its outer surface was sodded and grown with thick, dewy grass like that which carpeted the floor of the forest.


Was this the Topiarium? Perhaps; for the trees (gnarled and twisted, quaint, like some old picture in a children’s book of fairy tales) were spaced apart with unnatural regularity, their aisles unchoked with bushes so that long vistas could clearly be seen in every direction, although the sky—if sky indeed it was—seemed overcast, yet luminous, with no sun visible.


“Now what am I supposed to do?” wondered Kyon silently, glancing about. Suddenly a short, striding figure appeared between the trees to the left, and Kyon hurried in pursuit, hoping to gain additional, and more precise, directions.


By the time Kyon had caught up with this individual, it had come to a halt and stood at the end of a long line of curiously dressed people who were patiently queued up, awaiting their turn before a fat, fussy little official whose folding desk stood knee-deep in thick grass in a small clearing some little ways distant. The official was snapping inquiries to each in turn, all the while scribbling furiously on heaped papers.


The one Kyon had followed to the end of this line was of medium height and middle years, plump, round-faced, clad in tight purple robes with deep sleeves. This garment was sewn all-over with silver discs, crescents, ringed orbs, and five-pointed stars. As Kyon came up to the last place in line, the person in purple robes turned to look him up and down incredulously.


“Wrong line, wrong line,” he puffed. “Gardeners belong somewhere else, but I’m sure I don’t know where.”


“Who are all these people?” inquired Kyon, for want of anything better.


“Entertainers, like myself,” replied the other. “One in front of me—clad in the green and yellow checkered tights—is a jester. The others are singers, mind-readers, acrobats, mimes, dancers, fortune-tellers, musicians.” He sniffed importantly. “I myself, of course, am a mountebank!”


“A … what?” asked Kyon, unfamiliar with the word. The other raked him with a supercilious glare, then plucked a lighted aromatique from thin air. Pink drugged smoke drifted from its burning tip, and Kyon gaped, for it had not been there an instant before. The mountebank flicked pudgy fingers and the smoking tube snapped out of existence.


“A mountebank, youngster, and never you forget it!”


“I certainly won’t,” admitted Kyon. “But, can you tell me, if you don’t mind, what are all of them in line for?”


“Employment, of course; what else? As for myself, I seek an engagement at the Mergarden, if possible. All of the Gentles go there, as even a gardener should know!” The mountebank’s voice fell to a hushed whisper: “They say that even the Ophide comes there at times—oh, of course, incognito.”


“Ah,” said Kyon, trying to look impressed. Who this personage, the “Ophide,” might be was unknown, apparently, to mere gardeners.


“Yonder clerk is processing our applications,” added the mountebank distractedly, fiddling with nervous fingers at the folds of the purple star-sewn robe. Kyon, falling silent, studied the mountebank covertly, wondering if a few more questions might cause offense. The other, however, seemed impatient and more than a bit nervous, as if worried about the possibility of rejection by the employment clerk.


The mountebank glanced up suddenly. “You still here? I told you, gardeners do not belong in this line. Are you deaf as well as lost?”


“I’m sorry,” mumbled Kyon, starting to move up the line, hoping that the clerk knew the way to the Topiarium. The Mountebank—now, Kyon was beginning to think in capital letters: the Page, the Caretaker, the Mountebank—uttered a hiss of warning.


“By Urbs, you fool, don’t try to jump the line! My colleagues—some of the rogues, at least—would stone you for that! Not a one of them but took the opportunity to fill their pockets on the Flaming Way, and thus will have plenty of ammunition.”


“The Flaming Way?” Kyon repeated—for none of these terms held any apparent meaning. What was Urbs? Who was the Ophide?


“Of course, the Flaming Way,” snapped the Mountebank, nodding to the right. “It leads to the Topiarium, you know; surely even a dolt of a Gardener should know that!”


“Then I am heading in the right direction, after all,” thought Kyon. Then, speaking up: “Thank you very much, and good luck with your application!”


The Mountebank stood staring at the retreating back of the husky young Gardener with a strange, unreadable expression in eyes wary, intelligent and coal-black.


There was certainly no mistaking the Flaming Way, for even before Kyon came within view of it, flickering and shifting colored lights played over the leaves of the trees. They were, by the way, motionless, those leaves: not a fleck of foliage was stirred by a vagrant breeze. And no birds sang or squirrels scampered in their boughs, but Kyon was too interested in what lay ahead to notice the fact.


The wood came to a sudden end, in a row of trees that marched into the hazy distance as regular as a file of soldiers in line formation. From that edge, a lawn sloped down to a narrow path set between curbs of stone.


The path was filled with jewels.


Of every imaginable color were the gems, and of every variety known to Kyon (and many unknown, as well). Rubies, opals, tourmalines, amethysts, topazes, diamonds, moonstones, agates, emeralds, and so on—and on. Daylight sparkled and flashed and dazzled from their faceted, cut and polished surfaces; the Gardener had never seen or even imagined such incredible wealth as lay here strewn on a garden path.


Amazed, Kyon knelt and picked up a few. One was watermelon-pink, uncut but smooth and rounded, a gem without a name. Another was honey-brown, like amber, but hard and cold as diamond to the touch. Others of the nameless gems were orange, deep-purple, even black as jet.


“Hoy, there!” called a loud voice from the left. Kyon looked up, startled, to see a monitor stalking down the lawn toward the Flaming Way, baton upraised like a truncheon.


“I—”


“No filching stones from the Way, Gardener. You should know that! The Seneschal will have my hide if so much as a pearl is purloined or a sapphire stolen.” Kyon flushed guiltily.


“I—I was just—admiring,” Kyon stammered. The officer glared at him.


“That’s what they all say, youngster! Had some light-fingered jugglers and the like through here not an hour ago. Filled their pockets, they did, the rascals!”


With a grunt of annoyance, the monitor unlimbered a leather sack and began to pour out a glittering torrent of new gems, raking them over the bald places of the jeweled pathway with a small, long-handled implement like a comb.


“Get along with you, now,” muttered the monitor.


“The Topiarium—?”


“The officer nodded down the Way.


“That direction. But hurry up—nearly closing time, you know!”


Hurrying along beside the jeweled path in the direction the guard had indicated, Kyon realized something and flushed scarlet. Hoping the guard was not still watching, the Gardener emptied a half-handful of brown, pink, orange and black gems into the smock’s one capacious pocket. Holding onto the gems had been inadvertent, but was still doubtless a culpable offense.


Soon the Flaming Way ended in a towering wall of tightly interwoven shrubbery, leaved dark glossy green, and trimmed smooth as a wall of stone by uncanny and meticulous skill. This green barrier extended for a considerable distance to either side of where Kyon stood nonplussed, and seemed unbroken. Turning right at random, Kyon followed the clipped hedge for a time, when quite suddenly a rectangle-shaped slab of shrubbery opened like a door and two gaily dressed people stepped through.


They wore costumes of extravagant and fantastical design, slashed and flounced and ruffled, ablaze with gemmed rings, brooches, orders; ivory lace foamed at their wrists and throats and their faces were painted and rouged, their hairdos ornate, teased and sculpted to perfection. Obviously, these were the Gentles whereof Cirid the Page had spoken earlier, back in the Hall of Colossi.


Not knowing exactly how a mere Gardener should abase or genuflect, or whatever, before Gentles, Kyon sketched an awkward bow, hoping it would suffice. Instead, they gave not the slightest attention to the Gardener, strolling languidly past as if Kyon were invisible. Arm in arm, they sauntered off across the meadow.


They had left the green door ajar, so Kyon peered timidly within, wondering what was to be seen.




3 Iostro


Within, the grass was clipped close as the nap on a piece of velvet, criss-crossed at intervals by low hedges which loomed suddenly into tall, carefully shaped clumps of growth. As if a billion tireless elves, armed with tiny knives, had nimbly labored for generations, both hedges and the taller spires of green growth had been scrupulously trimmed into likenesses of fabulous monsters: unicorns, wyverns, gryphons, dragons, ogres, hydras, lamussae, sphinxes, krakens and myriad other forms.


So closely were the weird figures trimmed, they seemed more like shapes of green-painted stone than living vegetation. Indeed, Kyon had to touch the nearest—a chimera—to make sure that they were not. And gulped in despair: gardening such as the Topiarium displayed at every hand demanded a finesse and a mastery of skill that such as Kyon could never, surely, possess.


Here and there amid the incredible hedges and bushes, small tables had been set out under bright pastel-colored parasols, and more painted and powdered Gentles sat at their ease, sipping liqueurs and cordials, nibbling small cakes dusted with sugar, gossiping, comparing jewelry, discussing this or that tailor, wig-maker, goldsmith. The lazy chatter from the dainty tables drifted to Kyon where the Gardener stood, bewildered. As well, there also drifted on the faintest of breezes the delectable odors of delicious confections.


When had Kyon eaten last? Another question without an answer; the memory of that meal had been, it seemed, as ruthlessly expunged from mentation as had all other memories.


Just then, crystal chimes tinkled faintly, discreetly. Gardeners and attendants strolled between the tables deferentially murmuring “Closing-time, please; closing-time.” Nodding, yawning, the Gentles rose, strolled away, still conversing in low, mellifluous tones. Soon, Kyon was left alone in the Topiarium.


Stubbornly blinking back the tears that rose unbidden, Kyon headed for the same exit the Gentles had drifted toward. Perhaps one of the Gardeners (who had accompanied or escorted the Gentles thither) could be prevailed upon to give advice to one lost, alone, friendless.


By this time, the sky was a dimming vault of peach and delicate mauve; nightfall was near, and Kyon had no home, nowhere to go. The weather seemed mild enough, true, but no one wishes to sleep outdoors, if it is possible to avoid the necessity.


Approaching the main entrance to the Topiarium, Kyon saw that great grass-grown trapdoors were open here and there, with some of the Gentles descending into this one or that. Attendants in strange uniforms politely held the trapdoors open for their guests, or customers, each dulcetly reciting the charms of this or that dining establishment.


“Come to the Sapphire Grotto, Gentles, all! The finest entertainment and the most superb cuisine, fit for the more refined palate or most jaded appetite, I assure you. The Sapphire Grotto! Even the illustrious Ophide has often visited in our renowned hostelry” one was chanting. Another’s words, however, attracted Kyon’s more alert attention:


“The famous Mergarden, praised for its delicious ragouts, its supple dancers, its matchless wine cellars! Dance and dine till dawn! Enjoy the subtlest perfumes, the rarest drugs, confections and pastries created by our unrivaled chef, the legendary Oumahl! The Mergarden, now featuring a roster of brilliant talent to entertain and divert you!”


The Mergarden … had that not been the establishment in which the plump mountebank (or Mountebank, as Kyon thought of the purple-gowned magician) had hoped to gain employment? Surely, it was; and, not counting the elusive Cirid, who popped up now and again, the Mountebank was the only person whom Kyon knew at all in this strange and lovely and unfamiliar world.


Kyon headed for the trapdoor on impulse, certain of being repulsed by the doorkeeper, who was resplendent in draperies of mystic green and ocean-blue, woven with tiny replicas of exotic fish in gold and silver thread. However, instead of being repulsed, the doorkeeper held the trapdoor open so that Kyon might descend the stair.


The Mergarden proved aptly named: submerged beneath an artificial lake, whose waters were held away from the diners by a dome of pure crystal, it was arranged on several levels, with stairs, and walks connecting them. Gorgeous fish, some (from their huge size) obviously centuries old, swam here and there above the diners and to all sides of them: gold, scarlet, azure, moon-silver, canary.


Polyps and sea ferns and weird undulant medusae waved fronds or tentacles or foliage to the slow surging of the rhythmic tide. Servitors, naked, their bodies painted blue and green, drifted between the tables, deftly serving seaflower salad, chowders, pastries, stews, foaming and effervescent wines. At the head of the stair, Kyon stood, unable to decide where to go, or whether it might not be wiser to retreat. Then a boisterous voice hailed Kyon, calling “Gardener! Hoy, over here!”


It was the Mountebank in full holiday regalia, fat features painted clown-white, with purple rings about the black eyes, making them seem mysterious and deep. A bald (or shaven) brow was covered by a skullcap of crimson plush, matching the Mountebank’s spangled robes.


A plump hand decorated with cheap, flashy jeweled rings gestured expansively. “Sit! Eat—drink!” boomed the fat little magician, emptying a goblet of pale golden wine at a gulp, fat fingers stuffing cubes of spiced meat into a greasy mouth. Kyon took a seat across from the magician, stomach grumbling at the odors of rich, spicy gravy that rose from steaming platters.


“I gather that you were fortunate enough to secure employment here …”


The other’s wine-flushed features broke into a gloating smile.


“A week’s full engagement, ’pon my word. With options for renewal! So I am celebrating—come, share my meal, there’s plenty for two. Try this excellent wine, or, perhaps, a sound brandy?”


Kyon, needing no further encouragement, heaped a side dish with steaming morsels of meat and some of the special salad for which the Mergarden was justly famed. A nude servitor, painted with fishscales and wearing a fish-head mask, supplied napkin, glass, and tablewear. The wine was clear, stingingly tart, bitterly cold. Kyon could not remember anything that had tasted as luscious.


Dancers appeared, floating in mid air, and performed an intricate, weaving ballet in imitation of marine life. Hugh fish goggled at the diners through the transparent dome. A delicious warmth and sense of ease went through Kyon, relaxing taut nerves. With hunger at length appeased, the Gardener leaned back, devoting full attention to the wine—as the Mountebank had been doing for some time. All during the dinner, Kyon had listened with half an ear while the Mountebank bragged of the feats of skill, of the miracles of legerdemain, the coming performance would feature. The magician was getting very drunk: obviously, since he was now employed here, the sumptuous repast was on the house, or would perhaps be deducted from the Mountebank’s pay.


“But come, young Gardener, we are still strangers, having not as yet introduced ourselves. Your name, I pray!” Kyon’s host demanded genially.


“Kyon the Gardener: that’s all I know,” Kyon confessed. The Mountebank chuckled, slapping the table with delight.


“Since ‘Kyon’ means ‘earth,’ and you are a Gardener whose task it is to delve therein, an apt name, by Urbs! I, of course, am the celebrated Iostro—Iostro the Uncanny, they call me. You will, naturally, have heard of me many times.”


This was the second time the Mountebank—Iostro—had mentioned “Urbs.” Avoiding the question, for it would have been impolite to admit ignorance of “Iostro the Uncanny” Kyon asked what exactly Urbs was.


Iostro goggled incredulously.


“Now by all that’s holy, young Kyon, but you astound me! Urbs is, well, I mean—everything around us. We are in Urbs; we are of Urbs. Urbs is the very world itself. You’ll be telling me next that you’ve never heard of the Ophide!”


Kyon flushed, ashamed of seeming stupid, but confessed that name, too, was one heard only from the lips of the Mountebank. Then, at Iostro’s curious prompting, the Gardener explained the lack of all memory of the past, which was proving such an embarrassment and a torment. Iostro listened to the tale with full attentiveness, sharp black eyes thoughtful and puzzled.


“It would seem, young Kyon, that you have made an enemy of enormous skill and power,” said Iostro when Kyon was done. “However, your enemy has been careful and selective in precisely which memories to expunge. Consider: you remember how to speak the language with facility; also. I watched you at dinner, and you have not forgotten how to use such tableware as the tongs, pincers, skewer, and ladle. You ate and drank with fairly good manners, wiping your lips on the napkin. And, I have no doubt that you know how to dress and undress yourself and attend to your physical needs. If what you say is true, and I am not one to call you a liar, it is the past itself which has been stolen from you, leaving you with knowledge of how to comport yourself in everyday life. A strange tale, though; rarely have I heard one stranger!”


“What should I do? How should I go about striving to recover my memories of the past—of who and what I am—and of the identity of my … my enemy?” asked Kyon helplessly.


The Mountebank pressed the tips of pudgy fingers together, lips pursed judiciously. Then, eyes closing as if in deepest thought, the Mountebank began to snore softly.


Kyon sat back in the chair with a sigh of despair. Finishing the last of the wine, the young Gardener got up (just a trifle unsteadily) and beckoned to a hovering servitor.


“My friend seems to have fallen asleep. I don’t know what lodgings—”


“The entertainers on our bill share cubicles downstairs, unless they have their own lodgings. Not to worry, patron: we will see to it.”


Kyon thanked the servitor and turned to leave; then hesitated and turned back.


“Speaking of lodgings, I have none myself. Can you recommend somewhere rather near?” As soon as the question had been uttered, Kyon realized that lack of funds made payment an impossibility. But the servitor was speaking.


“For those far from home, there is, of course, always the Wood, patron.” These words were accompanied by a gesture at the stair by which Kyon had entered the Mergarden from the Topiarium. Obviously, the servitor referred to the forest of carefully spaced trees wherein Kyon had first encountered Iostro the Uncanny.


Again thanking the servitor, Kyon left the establishment and mounted the stair, finding the Topiarium tenantless under a sky of starless gloom. A night in the open held no particular appeal, but beggars, as the saying goes, have little choice.




4 The Wondrous Wood


It would have been difficult in the darkness for Kyon to have found a way out of the Topiarium, whose hedges and shrubs were laid out much in the manner of a maze. Fortunately, floating globes of cool pastel light drifted to and fro like living paper lanterns. By their luminosity (pink, lavender, palest yellow, royal purple, rose, white, and the green of unripe apples), the Gardener found without difficulty the door in the outer hedge-wall, which still stood ajar.


The Flaming Way no longer blazed in the glory of its myriad jewels, however, but Kyon followed it until the Wood appeared. There was nothing else to do, it seemed, but curl up between the trees and hope that the night would be warm and that it would not rain. Then a pert voice spoke suddenly from the darkness.


“You again! Well, Urbs is small, after all, as they say. I trust you managed to stumble your way to the Topiarium?”
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